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(57) ABSTRACT

A method of accelerating a curing process in resin overflow
systems for use in casting processes includes the step of
adding a curing accelerator for the resin into the resin over-
flow system. In addition, a resin overflow container and a
compartment with a curing accelerator for use in casting
processes are provided.

7 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet
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1
METHOD OF ACCELERATING THE CURING
PROCESS IN RESIN OVERFLOW SYSTEMS
FOR THE USE IN CASTING PROCESSES

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application claims priority to European Patent
Application No. 12179633.8 EP filed Aug. 8, 2012, the entire
content of which is hereby incorporated herein by reference.

FIELD OF INVENTION

A method of accelerating the curing process in resin over-
flow systems for the use in casting processes, especially resin
infusion or resin transfer moulding (RTM) or vacuum assisted
resin transfer moulding (VARTM) processes, is provided as
well as a resin overflow container for the use in casting pro-
cesses and a compartment for being provided in an overflow
container of a casting process and comprising a curing accel-
erator.

BACKGROUND OF INVENTION

WO 2009/103736 describes a vacuum infusion or vacuum
assisted resin transfer moulding process used for moulding
fibre composite mouldings. In such a process uniformly dis-
tributed fibres are layered in a first mould part, the fibres being
rovings, i.e. bundles of fibre bands, bands of rovings or mats,
which are either felt mats made of individual fibres or woven
mats made of fibre rovings. A second mould part, which is
often made of a resilient vacuum bag, is subsequently placed
on top of the fibre material. By generating a vacuum in the
mould cavity between the inner side of the first mould part
and the vacuum bag, the liquid polymer can be drawn in and
fill the mould cavity with the fibre material contained in the
mould. So-called distribution layers or distribution tubes (in
the following also called inlet channels) are used between the
vacuum bag and the fibre material in order to obtain as sound
and efficient distribution of polymer as possible. In most
cases the polymer applied is polyester, vinyl ester or epoxy,
and the fibre reinforcement is most often based on glass fibres
or carbon fibres, but may also be plastic fibres, plant fibres or
metal fibres.

During the process of filling the mould, a vacuum, i.e. an
under-pressure or negative pressure, is generated via vacuum
openings in the mould cavity, whereby the mixed epoxy is
drawn into the mould cavity via the inlet channels in order to
fill said mould cavity. From the inlet channels the resin dis-
perses in all directions in the mould cavity due to the negative
pressure as a flow front moves towards the vacuum channels.

Therefore, the apparatus further comprises a flow sensor
for measuring an airflow arranged so as to be able to measure
the airflow through the interior of the sealed container. The
sealed container is used as an overflow container for collect-
ing excess resin from the filling process.

After casting, these overflow containers will be emptied. In
order to avoid any hazardous situations during this step, it is
demanded to wait until the mixed resin in the overflow con-
tainer is solidified before discarding the hardened resin. One
option is to wait a long time or to heat the resin mixture for
enhancing the curing rate and, thus, speeding up the solidifi-
cation process.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

It is an object to solve the above mentioned problems and
to improve the casting processes, in particular to enhance the
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productivity of' such a process such as a resin infusion or RTM
or VARTM process. It is also an object to provide an overflow
container and a compartment for being provided in an over-
flow container of such casting processes.

The objects are achieved by a method of accelerating the
curing process in resin overflow systems for the use in casting
processes, a resin overflow container for the use in casting
processes and a compartment for the use in casting processes
as claimed in the claims.

The method of accelerating the curing process in resin
overflow systems for the use in casting processes, in the
following described by referring to a resin transfer moulding
(RTM) process without limiting the invention to RTM pro-
cesses, comprises the step of adding a curing accelerator for
the resin into the resin overflow system for collecting excess
resin from the filling process. The curing accelerator
enhances the solidification rate of the excess resin in the
curing process. Thus, the solidification process can be accel-
erated or speeded up and permits a faster removal of the
excess resin from the resin overflow system after the RTM
process or the filling of an overflow container of the resin
overflow system has been stopped. In addition, the faster
curing reaction advantageously makes the handling of the
resin overflow system, especially the overflow containers,
during the removal process safer because of the improved
curing reaction without the need of an external heating of the
excess resin contained or remained in the overflow system.
An optional heating could be used together with the method
as described above in order to improve the solidification
reaction.

A curing accelerator is a substance accelerating the curing
process of the resin and can be a catalytic hardener or curing
agent. A catalytic hardener can, for example, be a component
releasing heat to the uncured resin mixture by starting an
exothermic reaction in the resin mixture to be cured and, thus,
increasing the polymerization rate. Alternatively, the curing
accelerator can be a substance adding an additional curing
mechanism of the curing process. For example, the rate of a
regular step (growth) polymerization mechanism used in the
casting process can be exceeded by the polymerization rate of
an ionic polymerization reaction or free radical polymeriza-
tion. Hence, the dominating polymerization mechanism is
changed from step growth to ionic or radical. This can be done
by adding an ionic polymerization initiator, advantageously
in a catalytic amount, for example in an amount of about 0.05
to 10 wt-%, preferably about 0.1 to 5 wt-% and in particular
about 0.2 to 4 wt-%. The curing accelerator is used for starting
of'the ionic polymerization reaction only, which is self main-
taining until all reactive groups in the resin have undergone
polymerization. Thus, after the new polymerization reaction
mechanism has been started, a further addition of the curing
accelerator is not demanded unless the polymerization reac-
tion was stopped. In case of epoxy or vinyl based polymer-
ization reactions, a step polymerization (also called step
growth polymerization) and a free radical polymerisation,
respectively, takes place at a higher temperature than an
anionic or cationic polymerization reaction. That means the
step polymerization between the resin monomers or oligo-
mers and the curing agent, generally has higher activation
energy than the ionic polymerization because of the different
reaction mechanisms. After having started the ionic polymer-
ization, the heat release for this polymerization enhances the
polymerization rate of the step polymerization reaction. Ini-
tiation of a free radical polymerization, for example, takes
place in case the temperature reaches a critical value or the
mixed resin is exposed to UV light.
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In a further aspect, a resin overflow container for the use in
casting processes comprises therefore a curing accelerator for
the resin in the overflow container. At the time of adding the
resin into the container and bringing the curing accelerator
into contact with the resin, the above described initiation of an
exothermic reaction or the initiation of an additional poly-
merization reaction, such as an ionic or free radical polymer-
ization, can take place. Thus, the overflow container with the
curing accelerator allows a safer handling of the excess resin
in RTM processes, because of the acceleration of the solidi-
fication process of the resin in the overflow container.

According to a further aspect, a compartment for being
provided in an overflow container of an RTM process com-
prises a curing accelerator and being adapted to release the
curing accelerator after the overflow container has been at
least partly filled with resin. This compartment can be used to
facilitate a safer handling of the overflow system components,
especially the overflow container. Due to the improved poly-
merization rate, the compartment can be used to improve the
economy of RTM processes.

Particularly advantageous embodiments and features are
given by the dependent claims, as revealed in the following
description. Further embodiments may be derived by com-
bining the features of the various embodiments described in
the following, and features of the various claim categories can
be combined in any appropriate manner. For a better under-
standing, itis described an RTM process without being delim-
ited to such a specific casting process. The provided method
may be used with any casting process such as, e.g., a resin
infusion or VARTM processes.

In a preferred embodiment of the method according to the
first aspect, the resin overflow system comprises an overflow
container and/or a drain connecting the mould and the over-
flow container or being part of an overflow container outlet
for drawing off resin of the overflow container. Drains can be
hoses or open channels and can optionally contain valves and
connectors, etc. The overflow system parts such as the hoses
or overflow containers are preferably made of a material
sustaining high temperatures and being not soluble by one of
the resin components. Exemplified materials are metals or
polyvinylchloride (PVC). As the hoses generally are disposed
after each RTM process together with the cured resin inside of
the hoses, the hose material is for economic reasons prefer-
ably made of PVC.

The overflow containers are used to collect the excess resin
flowing out of the mould. The hoses or channels are generally
used to connect the mould with the overflow containers for
transferring uncured resin from the mould to the overflow
containers after the casting process has been completed.
When the overflow containers are removed during de-moul-
ding of the casted product, the uncured mixed resin in the
hoses was in conventional processes uncured. Convention-
ally, the workers handling the overflow system, especially the
hoses filled with the uncured resin had to wear special safety
clothing. The safety of the workers is improved by using a
curing accelerator in the overflow system, such as in the
overflow container and/or the hoses, because of the accelera-
tion of the solidification reaction.

Advantageously, the curing accelerator is added to the
uncured resin contained in the resin overflow system by an
injection method. Injection method means the addition of a
curing accelerator in a liquid form or solution. For injecting
the curing accelerator into a hose, it is preferred to fill a
syringe with the curing accelerator and injecting it into a hole
in the hose. The hole can either be generated by a needle used
together with the syringe or can be a branch line which can be
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connected with the syringe and containing a valve for closing
the branch line during the RTM process.

The hole in the hose can be sealed by an adhesive tape
which is wrapped around the hose after the needle has been
removed. Alternatively, the needle may be retained in the hole
and covered with an adhesive tape.

The curing accelerator preferably can be injected at the
highest point of the overflow system, especially at the begin-
ning of the hose, i.e. shortly after the connection point at
which the hose is connected to the mould outlet. This ensures
minimum leakage of resin through the hole inflicted by the
injection. The curing reaction preferably is maintained by the
heat generated by the polymerization reaction in order to
solidity the resin within the total hose which is generally a
confined space where the addition of curing accelerator is
more complicated than in the overflow container of the resin
overflow system. Advantageously, the curing accelerator can
be added at a number of different sections of the hose, espe-
cially in case the mixing of the curing accelerator with the
resin is hindered. Thus, the solidification reaction can be
accelerated from several sections of the hose, improving the
hardening of the resin in the hose, especially in case of hoses
having a small diameter.

In an alternative preferred embodiment of the method, the
curing accelerator can be provided in the overflow container
before the resin is charged therein or filled into the container
after the RTM process has been completed. Thus, as soon as
the excess resin flows into the overflow container, the poly-
merization reaction can be started and can be maintained as
long as new excess resin is poured into the container. Advan-
tageously, the curing accelerator acts in a catalytic manner so
that at the start of the polymerization process only, a direct
contact between the curing accelerator and the resin is
demanded.

According to a further preferred embodiment of the
method, the curing accelerator is provided in a compartment
of the overflow container and is released after the overflow
container has been at least partly filled with the excess resin
that means that some parts or most parts or all parts of the
surplus resin are already placed in the overflow container. The
compartment with the curing accelerator advantageously is
separated from the resin inlet into the overflow compartment
in order to release the curing accelerator, i.e. bringing the
curing accelerator in contact with the excess resin, for starting
or accelerating the polymerization reaction at a desired time.
Thus, the temperature in the overflow container can be con-
trolled, for example, before the curing reaction is started in
order to avoid overheating and inflammation of the resin
mixture in the overflow container. If a suitable temperature
has been reached, for example as the stepwise polymerization
reaction slows down, the curing reaction by means of the
curing accelerator can be started and the excess resin can be
solidified.

In an alternative embodiment of the method, the curing
accelerator can be added into the excess resin in the overflow
container. Advantageously, the curing accelerator can be
added in the form of a solution or in a powder form. Thereby,
the curing accelerator can suitably distributed in the resin and
can initiate the polymerization or solidification reaction. In
order to improve the distribution within the resin, a stirrer can
be provided in the overtlow container.

According to another embodiment of the method, the resin
used in the RTM process and to be solidified in the overflow
container comprises or contains an epoxy resin or vinyl based
resin as the main component. Main component means that at
least 50 percent of the resin monomers are epoxy monomers
or vinyl monomers, while suitable co-monomers or side chain
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monomers can be present. Preferably, the epoxy resin is poly-
merized by means of a step polymerization process during the
RTM process. A step polymerization usually is initiated by
means of amines, mercaptanes, isocyanates or acids, wherein
primary or secondary amines are the most commonly used
curing agents or hardeners for epoxides. Thus, the curing
accelerator can either accelerate the step polymerization or
can add an additional polymerization mechanism. For
example, an ionic polymerization, such as an anionic poly-
merization or a cationic polymerization, or a free radical
polymerization may be initiated.

In order to change the dominating polymerization mecha-
nism from a step polymerization to an anionic polymerization
mechanism, it is preferred to select the curing accelerator
from tertiary amines, imidazoles, ammonium salts. From the
view of costs and simplicity, ammonium chloride is most
preferred as the curing accelerator for the case that primary or
secondary amines are used as the hardener for epoxy resins or
vinyl based resins in the RTM process.

In order to generate heat through the reaction of the curing
accelerator with the resin mixture, it is preferred to use an
anhydride or a carboxylic acid, preferably a hydrophobic
carboxylic acid. Exemplified suitable hydrophobic acids are
preferably monovalent carboxylic acids having an alkyl resi-
due with two or more carbon atoms, for example, ethanoic,
propanoic, butanoic, pentanoic, hexanoic, heptanoic or
octanoic acid or the like. More preferably, the carboxylic acid
has a long alkyl chain (alkyl with 4 or more carbon atoms,
preferably 4 to 20, more preferably 6 to 12 carbon atoms)
without any substituents or with hydrophobic substituents
such as alkyl residues etc.

The addition of a curing accelerator generating heat inside
the resin mixture by means of initiating an exothermic reac-
tion is advantageous over a technique of applying heat from
outside to the overflow system such as the hoses of the over-
flow container. Especially it is quite easier to add the curing
accelerator at the respective treatment side than to place heat-
ing blankets around the overflow system. It is a technologi-
cally simpler and cheaper solution because no electrical
power is necessary. In addition, the acceleration of the curing
reaction of excess resin improves the working environment
and the safety of the workers.

In order to provide the above-mentioned curing accelera-
tors in the resin overflow container, a preferably sealed com-
partment for the curing accelerator within the overflow con-
tainer can be used. Thus, the curing acceleration reaction that
means either the curing acceleration by generating heat or by
changing the curing mechanism by means of contacting the
curing accelerator with the excess resin can take place within
the overflow container at a predetermined time.

According to a preferred embodiment of the resin overflow
container, the compartment is adapted to release the curing
accelerator after the overflow container has been at least
partly filled with resin in order to start the solidification reac-
tion at a predetermined time. By the provision of a sealed
curing accelerator compartment, the overflow containers can
advantageously be stored some time without losing the reac-
tivity of the curing accelerator. Therefore, the invention
relates to such a compartment for being provided in an over-
flow container of a casting process. Thereby, provided in the
overflow container can mean that the compartment is already
mounted in the overflow container, for example being a sepa-
rate part of the container wall or the container bottom, or
being adapted to can be placed in the container in the form of
a separate enclosure such as a bag. In this case, the compart-
ment can be stored separately and being placed in the over-
flow container before the casting process is started or can be
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put into the overflow container after the container has been at
least partly filled with excess resin. In this case separate
portions of curing accelerator filled in bags are preferred for
cost efficiency.

In another preferred embodiment of the overflow con-
tainer, the compartment is provided in the form of a bag
comprising a wall material being soluble in the resin or being
meltable at a predetermined temperature. Thus, the curing
accelerator is sealed within the bag and can be released by
bringing the bag into contact with the resin, which usually is
hot at the time of flowing into the overflow container because
of the maintaining polymerization reaction. Thus, the hot
resin can be used to dissolve the bag and to release the curing
accelerator. The solidification reaction, such as the anionic
polymerization, can be initiated when the bag has been at
least partly dissolved. As the compartment can be sold sepa-
rately, it is preferred to provide the compartment comprising
the curing accelerator in advance which can then be used for
being placed in the overflow container before filling it with a
resin or putting it into the at least partly filled overflow con-
tainer.

Exemplified bag materials are polyvinyl butyral (PVB),
poly ethylene methylacrylate (PEMA), or poly methylene
methylacrylate (PMMA) homo- or co-polymers which are
suitable materials being soluble in epoxy resin mixtures. The
bag containing, for example, ammonium chloride as the cur-
ing accelerator can be positioned at the bottom of the empty
overflow container. At the time of filling the overflow con-
tainer with the mixed epoxy resin during the RTM process,
the PVB bag dissolves and the ammonium chloride is
released into the mixed epoxy resin. In case a vinyl based
resin is used in the RTM process, a vinyl soluble resin mate-
rial such as polystyrene can be used as the preferred bag
material.

The overflow container, the compartment and the method
can advantageously be used in casting processes such as resin
infusion or RTM or VARTM processes, especially in the
manufacturing of wind turbine parts such as wind turbine
blades because especially in those processes high amounts of
excess resins such as epoxy or vinyl based resins are pro-
duced. The use of a curing accelerator in such overflow con-
tainers increases the speed of the curing reaction and, thus, is
a simple solution and minimizes the hazardous conditions in
the conventional processes used for safer handling the excess
resins from such casting processes like heating the excess
resins by an electrical heating means for promoting the curing
reaction and the like. In addition, the solidification is quicker
and takes place at lower temperatures so that the working
environment of the workers is improved also in relation to
their safety.

Other objects and features will become apparent from the
following detailed description considered in conjunction with
the accompanying drawing. It is to be understood, however,
that the drawing is designed solely for the purpose of illus-
tration and not as a definition of the limits of the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The FIGURE shows a schematic cross-sectional view of an
RTM apparatus comprising a bag with a curing accelerator in
the overflow container.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF INVENTION

The FIGURE shows an RTM apparatus with a pure resin
container A, a pure hardener or curing agent container B, a
mixing unit C, a mixing bucket D, a blade mould E, and a resin
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overflow system S containing an overflow container F for
excess resin, a hose L and an overflow container outlet hose M
for discharging resin from the overflow container F. More-
over, a bag G with a curing accelerator H is provided at the
bottom of the overflow container.

The RTM process is done by mixing the pure resin (an
epoxy resin) and the pure hardener (an amine) in the mixing
unit C and pouring the resin/hardener mixture into the mixing
bucket D. The resin/hardener mixture is then used for casting
the blade in the blade mould E by means of a resin transfer
moulding process. Of course other casting processes can be
used as well.

After the moulding of the blade in the blade mould E, the
excess resin is collected in the resin overflow container F
wherein the curing accelerator H, for example ammonium
chloride NH,Cl, is placed in the bag G. After the bag G (in this
example a PVB bag) has been dissolved by direct contact with
the resin mixture, the ammonium chloride comes into contact
with the epoxy resin. The addition of ammonium chloride
initiates an anionic polymerization in the mixed epoxy, which
supplements the step polymerization taking place between
the amine groups in the hardener and the epoxy groups in the
resin.

The anionic polymerization proceeds at a lower tempera-
ture than the step polymerization, thus increasing the poly-
merization rate at ambient temperature in the overflow con-
tainer F. The mixed epoxy in the overflow container F cures
faster after the addition of the ammonium chloride because of
the change of the dominating polymerization mechanism
from a step polymerization to an anionic polymerization. The
ammonium chloride acts in a catalytic amount. The initiation
of the anionic polymerization with the first parts of excess
resin filled into the overflow container F is suitable to initiate
the anionic polymerization. The heat generated by this poly-
merization mechanism enhances the polymerization rate of
the step polymerization. A continuous addition of curing
accelerator H is thus not necessary unless the anionic poly-
merization reaction is stopped.

After the hardener/resin mixture has been fully solidified
by using the curing accelerator H as explained above, the
resin mixture can be disposed in the usual manner. In the fully
solidified status, the disposal of the excess or surplus resin in
the form of a highly reactive resin‘hardener mixture can be
carried out safely. Because of the acceleration of the curing
reaction, the total time for the process is shorter as in conven-
tional processes.
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Although the present invention has been disclosed in the
form of preferred embodiments and variations thereon, it will
be understood that numerous additional modifications and
variations could be made thereto without departing from the
scope of the invention. While the invention has been
described with reference to VARTM processes for manufac-
turing wind turbine blades, other resin composite materials
such as wings or rotors for airplanes, helicopters, coolers, or
car parts as well as parts in the automotive industry or similar
devices may also be prepared with the method of the inven-
tion. The overflow container can generally be used in the field
of casting processes or resin transfer moulding processes, e.g.
in vacuum assisted resin intrusion processes etc. For the sake
of clarity, it is to be understood that the use of “a” or “an”
throughout this application does not exclude a plurality, and
“comprising” does not exclude other steps or elements. A
“container” or “unit” can comprise a number of separate
containers or units, unless otherwise stated.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of accelerating a curing process in resin over-
flow systems for use in casting processes, comprising:

adding a curing accelerator for a resin into the resin over-

flow system.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the resin
overflow system comprises an overflow container and/or a
drain connecting a mould and the overtlow container or being
part of an overtlow container outlet for drawing off resin of
the overflow container.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the curing
accelerator is added to uncured resin contained in the resin
overflow system by an injection method.

4. The method according to claim 2, wherein the curing
accelerator is provided in the overflow container before the
resin is charged therein.

5. The method according to claim 2, wherein the curing
accelerator is provided in a compartment of the overflow
container and is released after the overflow container has been
filled at least partly with resin.

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein the resin is an
epoxy resin or a vinyl based resin.

7. The method according to claim 1, wherein the curing
accelerator is selected from the group consisting of tertiary
amines, imidazoles, ammonium salts, anhydrides, a carboxy-
lic acid, and a combination thereof.
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